Localization of measles virus antigens in subacute sclerosing panencephalitis in ferrets.
Young adult male ferrets were inoculated intracerebrally (i.c.) with a cell-associated encephalitogenic subacute sclerosing panencephalitis (SSPE) virus strain to study the pathogenesis of the disease at the ultrastructural level. Most became acutely ill in 8-13 days. Areas of the brain were examined with indirect immunoperoxidase labeling techniques to detect measles antigen. None of these animals showed the characteristic viral nucleocapsids or marked inflammatory response associated with SSPE. However, all had positive immunolabeling of unstructured virus antigen, especially in post-synaptic regions in all areas of the brain that were examined. One ferret, immunized with measles vaccine 40 days prior to challenge with SSPE, became ill 18 days post inoculation (p.i.). Perivascular cuffings of inflammatory cells and large cytoplasmic inclusions of fuzzy nucleocapsids were found in the brain and spinal cord. The study indicates that ferrets which become acutely ill after inoculation with cell-associated SSPE virus do so before there is a marked cellular immune response or formation of virus nucleocapsids.